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community	 as	 a	 ‘whole	 way	 of	 life’.	 Whose	way?	 Which	 life?	 One	 way	 or	
several?	 Isn’t	 it	 the	 case	 that,	 in	 the	modern	world,	 the	more	we	 examine	
‘whole	ways	of	life’	the	more	internally	diversified,	the	more	cut	through	by	
complex	 patterns	 of	 similarity	 and	 difference,	 they	 appear	 to	 be?”	 (p.	 359,	
original	emphasis).	
These	definitions	and	debates	regarding	community	have	continued	in	both	
cultural	studies	and	related	fields,	including	within	research	focused	on	the	
practices	and	experiences	of	the	active	body.	While	different	authors	have	engaged	
with	the	idea	of	community	in	regards	to	diverse	topics	and	issues,	there	have	been	
two	primary	uses	or	understandings	of	the	term	within	the	study	of	human	
movement	–	the	first	of	these	incorporates	‘community’	to	denote	a	form	of	social	
togetherness,	evoking	the	Tonnesian	and	sociological	definition	to	describe	how	
physical	movement	can	be	involved	in	the	development	of	social	ties	and	cultural	
linkages	between	individuals.	In	her	work	focusing	on	female	ice	hockey	players,	
Theberge	(1995)	utilizes	this	conception	of	community	as	social	togetherness	in	
exploring	how	gender	and	sport	are	interconnected	within	these	athlete’s	
experiences.	Noting	that	“women	athletes	face	the	challenge	of	constructing	a	
community	within	a	broader	social	context	marked	by	ambivalence	toward	their	
endeavors,”	Theberge	explains	how	both	a	commitment	and	identity	related	to	the	
sport,	as	well	as	specific	dynamics	of	gender	and	sexuality,	are	evident	in	the	
“construction	of	community”	(p.	390).			
American	football	has	been	one	physical	culture	at	the	focus	of	discussions	of	
community.	As	demonstrated	by	Foley’s	(1990)	research	in	a	small	town	in	Texas,	
for	the	nearly	8,000	residents	of	North	Town	the	rituals	of	high	school	football	
“enlivened	the	community’s	social	life…	Community	sports	was	the	patriotic,	
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neighborly	thing	to	do”	(Foley	1990,	p.	113).	Yet	at	the	same	time,	football	often	
“socializes	people	into	community	structures	of	inequality”	(p.	112).	While	these	
various	rituals	affirmed	a	collective	solidarity,	they	also	became	the	source	of	
division	through	existing	social	hierarchies.					
These	discussions	of	community	in	relation	to	physical	cultures	have	
therefore	both	reflected	an	understanding	of	shared	practices	and	identities,	while	
also	placing	the	concept	within	theoretical	dialogue.	In	particular,	Helstein	(2005)	
argues	that	community,	“as	normatively	representative	of	solidarity	and	unification,	
is	understood	to	be	productive”,	in	that	most	often	our	ideas	of	community	are	
centered	on	the	ways	in	which	individuals	come	together	to	form	a	group	identity	
that	provides	the	opportunity	to	“share	in	mutual	identification	and	to	pursue	
mutual	rights”	(p.	2).	However,	while	community	represents	a	“powerful	construct”	
for	both	feminists	and	for	female	athletes,	Helstein	cites	the	Derridean	concern	for	
recognizing	both	the	threat	and	promise	of	community	as	a	form	of	social	and	
political	‘consensus’	-	instead,	her	analysis	focuses	on	how	community	might	work	
as	a	post-structural	concept	that	will	“open	up”	to	different	theories	and	uses	(p.	2).	
More	recently,	developments	in	technology	and	forms	of	social	media	have	
once	again	suggested	the	re-defining	of	community	within	contemporary	forms	of	
sport	and	physical	activity	(Olive,	2015;	Thorpe,	2014;	Wilson	&	Hayhurst,	2009).	
While	the	approach	to	studying	physical	cultural	communities	offered	here	is	
primarily	focused	on	non-digital	contexts,	the	overlying	understanding	of	
community	as	open	to	different	interpretations	and	definitions	signals	a	clear	re-
constitution	of	the	term	away	from	its	uses	within	sociology	and	earlier	British	
cultural	studies,	and	no	longer	attached	to	a	particular	historical	moment	or	
population.	Instead,	studies	of	physical	culture	have	increasingly	sought	to	explore	
how	specifically	different	forms	of	contextually-bound	communal	experience	are	
characterized	by	particular	cultural	practices	and	expressions.	To	reiterate,	we	
suggest	that	community	within	these	works	is	discussed	as	an	idea	that	references	
groups	of	people	living	within	specific	spatial	and	temporal	contexts,	and	whom	
share	a	sense	of	identity,	belonging	and	meaning	derived	from	common	interests	
and	practices.		
	
III.	Community	and	Physical	Cultural	Studies	
	
	 As	evidenced	by	the	preceding	sections,	future	research	concerning	ideas	of	
community	in	relation	to	the	active	body	will	have	a	number	of	philosophical,	
sociological	and	theoretical	understandings	from	which	to	draw	from	and	engage	
with,	including	previous	work	focused	specifically	on	sport	and	physical	activity.	
However,	in	the	remaining	space	we	branch	off	from	these	valuable	contributions	in	
order	to	offer	a	flexible	and	yet	principled	approach	to	thinking	about	and	studying	
the	myriad	forms,	practices	and	experiences	of	community	that	are	related	to	
physical	culture	and	PCS.		
In	particular,	this	approach	follows	the	theoretical	formation	of	PCS	as	put	
forth	by	Ingham	(1997)	and	Silk	&	Andrews	(2011),	as	the	position	that	we	outline	
below	is	necessarily	predicated	on	several	guiding	ideas	about	the	nature	of	physical	
cultural	research.	In	particular,	while	our	approach	is	characterized	by	specific	
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theories	and	methods,	we	would	argue	for	an	intellectual	openness	that	means	
when	thinking	about	physical	cultures	and	community,	“no	epistemology	should	be	
privileged”	–	and	we	would	add	ontology	and	methodology	as	well	(Ingham	1997,	p.	
171).	This	indicates	that	there	is	no	singular,	established	and	defined	way	of	
understanding	and	engaging	with	forms	of	community,	but	rather	an	open	dialogue	
about	how	and	why	different	theories	and	methods	are,	or	might	be,	valuable	to	
both	the	specific	research	agenda	at	hand,	as	well	as	to	the	larger	development	of	
PCS.	Further,	while	multiple	theories	and	methods	are	seen	as	possibilities,	our	
approach	follows	Silk	&	Andrews’	(2011)	framework	for	a	“radically	contextual”	
PCS,	in	which	“physical	cultural	forms…can	only	be	understood	by	the	way	in	which	
they	are	articulated	into	a	set	of	complex	social,	economic,	political	and	
technological	relationships	that	comprise	a	social	context”	(p.	9,	original	emphasis).	
In	our	view,	this	insistence	on	the	inter-dependent	nature	of	ideas	of	‘community’	on	
the	particular	set	of	actors,	spaces	and	forces	involved	means	that	any	
interpretation	of	communal	experience	and	social	togetherness	must	be	developed	
in	and	through	the	acts	of	the	researcher(s).		
	 Given	this	context-specific	understanding	of	social	relations,	rather	than	
attempting	to	develop	a	singular	and	comprehensive	theory	of	community	within	
PCS,	we	would	offer	several	guiding	principles	that	can	provide	a	basis	for	thinking	
about	social	cohesion	and	communal	relationships	in	regards	to	physical	culture	
and	the	active	body.	First,	this	includes	Collins’	(2010)	assertion	of	community	as	a	
political	construct,	in	that	it	functions	as	a	culturally	ubiquitous	concept	and	term,	as	
well	as	a	contested	form	of	social	and	political	interaction	within	contemporary	
global	societies.	In	this	view,	“as	the	construct	of	community	constitutes	both	a	
principle	of	actual	social	organization	and	an	idea	that	people	use	to	make	sense	of	
and	shape	their	everyday	lived	realities,	it	may	be	central	to	the	workings	of	
intersecting	power	relations	in	heretofore	unrecognized	ways”	(Collins	2010,	p.	8).		
This	‘elastic’	conceptualization	of	community	allows	for	“a	variety	of	contradictory	
meanings	around	which	diverse	social	practices	and	understandings	occur”	(Collins	
2010,	p.	10).	The	emphasis	is	therefore	on	the	ways	in	which	forms	of	community	
are	always	and	only	enacted	through	particular	cultural	practices	and	experiences,	
and	lived	through	specific	social	relations.	
Moreover,	by	implicating	any	focus	on	community	within	existing	relations	of	
power,	this	framework	aims	to	deconstruct	and	decenter	many	of	the	academic	and	
popular	meanings	that	have	been	ascribed	to	this	term,	including	those	within	
sociology	and	cultural	studies.	That	is,	instead	of	applying	ideas	about	community	
that	come	pre-loaded	with	a	specific	definition	or	reference	to	a	particular	social	
group,	researchers	within	PCS	would	recognize	that	forms	of	community	are	always	
experienced	in	and	through	practices	that	are	to	be	described	and	defined	in	
relation	to	their	own	context.	This	approach	can	also	help	to	avoid	what	Joseph	
(2002)	refers	to	as	the	‘romanticism’	that	has	characterized	several	cultural	
understandings	of	community,	including	those	in	previous	formations	of	cultural	
studies,	wherein	the	researcher	posits	the	given	culture	and	population	being	
focused	on	as	simultaneously	threatened	and	inherently	valuable.	Instead,	PCS	can	
and	should	seek	to	examine	how	particular	‘communities’	are	both	constituted	by	
and	constitutive	of	different	subjectivities	and	social	identities	that	are	always	
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embedded	within	specific	configurations	of	power.	Our	approach	thereby	follows	
Helstein	(2005)	and	others	within	the	social	study	of	human	movement	in	
recognizing	the	ways	in	which	power	always	operates	not	only	between	a	particular	
form	of	community	and	other	forces	and	institutions,	but	also	in	and	through	the	
practices	and	experiences	that	make	up	any	specific	form	of	organized	social	
relations.		
These	theoretical	concerns	often	overlap	with	discussions	about	how	
researchers	within	PCS	can	methodologically	engage	with	and	study	different	
community	formations.	At	the	core	of	a	physical	cultural	method	is	articulation,	or	
the	active	reconstructing	of	a	context	within	and	through	which	practices	and	
events,	or	effects	of	power,	and	indeed	communities,	take	shape	(Grossberg,	1989;	
Hall,	1992;	Andrews,	2002;	Silk	&	Andrews,	2011).	Working	from	an	articulatory	
base,	embracing	a	fluid	yet	critical	adoption	of	the	idea	of	community—from	the	
organic	communal	to	extended	networks	of	communitas—as	well	as	maintaining	a	
sensitivity	to	Saukko’s	(2003;	Silk	&	Andrews,	2011)	three	methodological	
currents/validities—contextual,	dialogic,	and	self-reflexive—engaging	with	
communities	requires	making	use	of	the	research	bricolage	(Kincheloe,	2001);	that	
is,	drawing	upon	a	“diverse	methodological	arsenal”	(Silk	&	Andrews,	2011,	p.	17)	
that	allows	researchers	to	work	across	disciplines,	with	multiple	methods	of	inquiry,	
and	within	the	complexity	of	the	research	task.	As	such,	PCS	may	be	regarded	as	
resistant	to	methodologies	and	more	embracing	of	methods.		
No	singular	method	represents	the	best	way	in	which	to	do	research	on	
communities.	The	only	method	worth	having,	to	paraphrase	Stewart	Hall	(1992)	on	
theory,	is	that	which	you	have	to	fight	off,	not	that	which	you	speak	with	profound	
fluency	(p.	280).	From	interviewing,	textual	analysis,	narrative	analysis,	and	field	
methods	(Markula	&	Silk,	2011),	the	practice	and	politics	of	the	doing	of	research	
offers	much	in	the	way	for	qualitative,	physical	cultural	researchers	interested	in	
studying	communities.	Decisions	about	which	method(s)	to	make	use	of	should	be	
orchestrated	not	around	rigid	templates	but	rather	oriented	toward	better	
understanding	and	negotiating	the	I-thou	dialogue	(Johnson,	Chambers,	Raghuram,	
&	Tincknell,	2004).	Community	Based	Practice	Research	(CBPR)	and	Participatory	
Action	Research	(PAR)	represent	more	common	and	useful	approaches	for	working	
with	communities.	As	approaches,	and	not	methods	or	methodologies,	CBPR	and	
PAR	seek	to	maintain	commitments	that,	like	politically	inspired	PCS	projects,	
address	forms	of	collective,	self-reflexive,	and	political-inspired	research	(Kemmis	&	
McTaggart,	1988;	2005;	Levine-Rasky,	In	Press).	
Instructively,	Baker,	Homan,	Schonhoff,	and	Kreuter	(1999)	offer	a	useful	
distinction	between	three	kinds	of	research	on/with	communities	in	terms	of	who	
drives	and	controls	a	project.	The	first	understands	the	researcher	as	driving	the	
inquiry.	Control	over	the	process	of	research—of	shaping	questions,	approaches,	
and	responses—rests	in	the	hands	of	the	researcher.	In	the	second,	community	
members	might	assist	in	some	ways	to	shaping	questions	but	are	un-involved	in	the	
rest	of	the	process.	Control	largely	lies	in	the	hands	of	the	research,	and	participants	
remain	marginal	contributors	and	sources	of	data.	The	third,	and	more	recent	form,	
involves	the	researcher	and	participants	collaboratively	and	jointly	conceiving	and	
carrying	out	the	research.	Approached	in	this	sense,	community	based	work	does	
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not	rely	on	a	singular	approach	but	rather	highlights	a	way	of	practicing	the	
research	process.	For	a	useful	discussion	and	series	of	examples	of	these	types	
within	sport	and	physical	activity,	see	Schinke,	McGannon,	and	Smith’s	(2013)	
special	issue	in	Qualitative	Research	in	Sport,	Exercise	and	Health.		
In	the	last	15	to	20	years	a	few	scholars	have	begun	to	take	up	the	third	type	
of	community	based	research	on	sport	and	physical	activity	put	forward	by	Baker	et.	
al	(1999),	most	notably	in	the	work	of	Wendy	Frisby	and	Audrey	Giles.	Whilst	these	
are	not	the	only	people	to	engage	with	community-based	scholarship,	they	do	
represent	advance	scholarship	consistent	with	a	collectively	inspired	and	politically	
based	impetus.	Frisby	and	colleagues,	for	example	have	worked	with	low-income	
women	and	issues	of	sport	and	recreation	involvement	(Frisby	&	Millar,	2002)	as	
well	as	Chinese	immigrant	women	and	inclusion	in	physical	activity	across	a	range	
of	peoples,	organizations,	and	institutions	(Frisby,	2011).	Audrey	Giles	and	
colleagues	focus	primarily	on	health	based	research	with	aboriginal	communities	
(e.g.	Nicholls	&	Giles,	2007;	Giles	&	Forsyth,	2007).	What	is	compelling	about	the	
work	of	Wendy	Frisby	and	Audrey	Giles,	and	colleagues,	is	not	just	that	they	are	
mobilizing	community	based	work,	but	they	work	also	to	better	understand	the	
process	of	research	with	communities,	acknowledging	and	examining	the	difficulties	
and	complexities	of	conducting	and	realizing	research	that	integrates	participants	in	
every	step	of	the	research	process	(Frisby,	Reid,	Millar,	&	Hoeber,	2005),	under-
theorizing	issues	of	power	in	participatory	and	community	research	(Golob	&	Giles,	
2013),	or	colonization	of	indigenous	methodologies	(Giles	&	Darroch,	2014).	Doing	
so,	they	have	laid	the	groundwork	for	community	based	scholarship	that,	in	
paralleling	Schinke,	McGannon,	and	Smith	(2013),	seek	not	definitive	notions	of	
what	constitutes	community-based	research	or	practice	but	rather	seek	a	diversity	
of	perspectives.	Such	an	orientation	searches	for	a	productive	dialogue	amongst	
several	aspects	of	the	research	process.	These	aspects	include,	amongst	others:	a	
diversity	of	the	ways	in	which	community	is	conceptualized	and	carried	out;	a	range	
of	theoretical	and	methodological	approaches;	and	a	critical	approach,	meaning	
identifying	and	working	with	relations	of	power.		
To	conclude,	we	would	like	to	further	support	the	approach	to	thinking	about	
community	that	has	been	outlined	here	by	re-asserting	the	importance	and	relative	
usefulness	for	the	term	and	concept	within	PCS.	In	particular,	this	utility	is	based	in	
two	different	ways	in	which	we	hope	to	characterize	dialogues	regarding	
community	within	the	ongoing	and	future	development	of	PCS.		
In	the	first	sense,	this	refers	to	the	ways	in	which	critical	analyses	of	specific	
physical	cultural	forms,	practices	and	experiences	of	community	and	communitas	
can	be	aligned	with	research	goals	of	apprehending	and	addressing	existing	
relations	of	social,	economic	and	political	power.	Following	Collins	(2010),	there	are	
several	aspects	of	studying	community	that	therefore	make	the	concept	a	
“promising	candidate”	for	engaging	with	myriad	forms	of	social	inequality.	First,	
communities	are	manifest	through	actions	by	individuals	in	all	social	positions,	and	
thus	are	experienced	by	both	the	‘elite’	and	‘everyday’	–	and	the	formation	and	
experience	of	community	is	often	characterized	by	“strong,	deep	feelings”	that	can	
resonate	powerfully	along	and	across	lines	of	social	difference	and	identity	(p.	10).	
Further,	the	cultural	pervasiveness	of	community	as	political	construct	means	that	it	
	 10	
functions	as	an	integral	aspect	of	how	people	“make	sense	of”	social	inequalities,	
and	how	social	structures	and	institutions	are	organized	and	experienced	(p.	12).		
These	characteristics	demonstrate	how	a	critical	theoretical	and	reflexive	
methodological	approach	can	accentuate	the	ways	in	which	forms	of	community	
involving	active	bodies—moving	and/or	consuming	together—are	always	
experienced	in	and	through	relations	of	power.	
	 At	the	same	time,	the	value	and	potential	for	this	approach	to	community	
within	PCS	incorporates	not	only	the	study	of	existing	social	relations	and	shared	
practices	and	identities,	but	also	the	fostering	and	development	of	a	PCS	community	
of	researchers	that	aims	to	engage	various	publics	through	scholarly	work.	This	
means	that	along	with	interrogating	what	is	meant	by	community	when	the	term	is	
used	by	and	applied	to	particular	social	groupings,	we	would	argue	for	a	continual	
dialogue	regarding	the	ongoing	development	of	critical	perspectives	on	human	
movement	as	the	“becoming	of	a	community”	in	itself,	by	recognizing	the	various	
interests,	aims	and	purposes	that	constitute	PCS	(Grossberg	1996,	p.	88).	In	this	
sense,	studying	community	and	communities	would	therefore	also	involve	
establishing	an	‘open-ended’	form	of	community	that	is	enacted	through	the	
personal	and	professional	lives	of	‘practitioners’	of	PCS,	and	within	the	interactions	
between	researchers	and	a	variety	of	places,	people	and	institutions.	Following	from	
the	approach	to	community	that	has	been	explicated	within	this	chapter,	this	would	
allow	for	and	encourage	different	interpretations,	identifications	and	experiences	as	
an	integral	aspect	of	PCS	–	therefore	we	might	utilize	the	‘elasticity’	of	community	
towards	developing	and	realizing	forms	of	praxis	that	allow	those	involved	in	PCS	to	
both	critically	examine	and	engage	with	the	worlds	in	which	we	live.	
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